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Reading four chapters of a book, even 
if it’s a very large book, is usually enough 
to give you a fair idea of what the rest 
of the work is going to be like. In extreme 
cases, of course, even a couple of sen- 
tences will do the trick. 

But to prejudge William Manchester’s 
“The Death of a President” on the basis 
of the four initial chapters appearing in 
the Jan. 24 copy of Look would be only* a 
little less unfair than prejudging it with- 
out having read a single word. 

I don’t know whether these chapters’ 
correspond to those that Manchester 
originally wrote. There must be at least 
half a dozen people in the communica- 
tions business who never had a chance to 
read the manuscript or the book galleys. 
I don’t know whether this is the way 
they’ll appear in the published book — 
probably not. But X don’t know how much 
compression was done or how many other 
changes, in style or content, were made 
for this magazine version. 

★ ★ ★ 

THESE COMMENTS, then, are only on 
the piece that look presents as the begin- 
ning of “the most personal, detailed and 
unexpected account of the assassination.” 
The first two adjectives can’t be quesioned, 
but “unexpected” is about the last descrip- 
tion that can be applied now to Man- 
chester’s work. 

In the matter of content, there is little 
new informative material in these chap- 
ters about the events described— the 
period covered is from the making of the 


■ decision to go to Dallas to the eve -of the 
fatal day — or their background: the war 
between liberal and conservative Texas . 
politicos, with Lyndon Johnson an un- 
happy in-betweener: the hates and ten- 
sions building up in the city of Dallas. 

Some of the things that were new— the 
night on the town of several agents of the 
White House Secret Service detail— are 
no longer so because they were written 
about during these long weeks, of pre- 
publication controversy. Some of the other 
new material seems trivial, though noth- 
ing about the tragedy is really trivial: 
even the President’s concern with the 
First Lady’s hairdo ended with a decision 
not to use a bubble-top car during the 
Dallas motorcade. 

★ ★ ★ 

ONE MAY HAVE some reservations 
about the Manchester style. In his first 
book about President Kennedy, he showed 
himself to be an industrious researcher 
and a good teller of anecdotes, but given 
to cliches, and they are frequent in this 
sampling: abysses open, a city is '.‘masked 
by a mantle of humanity,” a plane taxis 
“gracefully,” and so on. One also must 
have some reservations about method: 
There are some jarring novelistic notes 
in this history-direct quotes of conversa- 
tions .that were private and unrecorded, 
and also the writer’s impression of what 
people were thinking and feeling. 

But again, these are four chapters only. 
This may be a permissible occasion to 
haul out that word we reviewers so much 
overuse, and say that the work is 
“promising.” 



